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Digital@Scale
Pharma and medtech companies around the world have been building 
up their in-house capabilities in digital and advanced analytics, but 
five challenges to implementing a digital strategy persist.    
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Increasingly, we are seeing the importance that 
well-implemented digital and analytics strategy 
can have at a company, including positive impact 
on a company’s bottom line. However, it has been a 
challenge for organizations to shift from individual 
digital initiatives that have proven value, to scaling 
them into broader initiatives that have benefits 
across the business. 

Companies looking to implement and scale a digital 
strategy have increased their focus on techno-
logical capabilities. However, while this continues 
to be an area that many companies struggle with, 
successful scaling encompasses more than adding 
technological capabilities.

Barriers to Digital@Scale
In 2015, when we ran our first European roundtable 
on digital in pharma and medtech, participants 
were still discussing whether digital was here to 
stay and how to adopt it. Since then, pharma and 
medtech companies around the world have built up 
their capabilities in digital and advanced-analytics 
solutions, using both in-house expertise as well as 
external partners.

For our most recent digital roundtable—now part 
of a well-regarded biannual Digital Roundtable 
series—we invited 25 digital leaders from across 
Europe’s pharma and medtech industry to consider 
the hurdles to implementing a digital strategy at full 
scale and to identify what it takes to overcome these 
barriers within their organizations, the industry, and 
society. We also interviewed three prominent digital 
leaders who have successfully scaled digital (see 
sidebar, “What it takes to scale: Reflections from 
Roche Diagnostics, Boehringer Ingelheim, and  
Novo Nordisk”). 

From our discussions and survey of these  
leaders, five challenges to scaling digital were 
identified (exhibit):  

 — Lack of alignment between a company culture 
and the digital/analytics strategy was one of  
the top issues cited by both pharma and 

medtech leaders. Indeed, culture continues to 
be top of mind for the industry as it was in our 
2018 paper “Barriers to Digital@Scale—shifting 
the focus from tech to culture,” with many citing 
the importance of an entrepreneurial culture  
for companies implementing and scaling a  
digital strategy.

 — Access to data and lack of integrated data 
sources were also cited by both groups as a 
top issue. Access to data is essential to fuel the 
digital and analytics use cases.

 — Unclear market-access pathways are also an 
issue, particularly for medtechs, due to the 
difficulty in defining new business models. 
This is especially apparent in the context 
of innovative solutions that are setting new 
precedents and disrupting business models. For 
incumbents in the pharma and medtech sector, 
reimbursement is an important consideration 
in market access, whereas in digital health, 
new payment models—such as payment for 
efficiency gains or patient payment out of 
pocket—come into play. 

 — IT platforms and infrastructure were also cited 
as a top issue for pharma companies, with many 
saying that infrastructures have not kept up with 
the needs of new solutions. This was seen as 
much less of an issue for medtech companies 
because software development has been part 
of many medtech companies’ core business for 
years, with software often integral to medtech 
products. External interoperability was also 
cited as a top issue for pharma companies. 

 — In contrast, data quality was perceived as a 
bigger issue for medtech than pharma, with 
interoperability and lack of consistent standards 
identified as the main inhibitors. While standards 
such as Digital Imaging and Communications 
in Medicine (DICOM), Health Level 7 (HL7), and 
Integrating the Health Enterprise (IHE) have been 
around for decades, the market is still seen as 
fragmented. Quality data exchanges between 
entities thus remains difficult and prevents 
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economies of scale. In fact, new digital health 
solutions, which often depend on the exchange 
of data between entities, are often hampered  
by costly data integration measures. 

What is the next horizon? 
In our discussions, the majority of participants 
said they were already looking at the next horizon. 
Scaling up the success of individual pilots 
into a company-wide digital strategy requires 
overcoming barriers relating to culture, data, and 
market access. This includes transforming the 
mind-set and culture of their overall organization 
(for example, through partnerships), facilitating 
access to data by educating patients and regulators 
about the purpose and potential benefits, while 
simultaneously implementing novel business 
models successfully. 

Two other important success factors also emerged 
in our discussions. Strong leadership is essential, 
which makes Digital@Scale a CEO topic. CEOs will 
need to team up with a digital officer with a robust 
vision to advance the cultural change required 
within the organization. Success will also depend 
on the education of patients and policymakers to 
unleash Digital@Scale.

Jump-starting Digital@Scale
We have seen that for successfully scaling digital, 
data and culture are important ingredients beyond 
sheer technology.

To get started, we found the following questions 
helpful in assessing where your company stands in 
scaling digital, as well as where you want to be as a 
critical first step:
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Pharma and medtech players most often cite ve barriers to scaling digital.
Rate the impact of obstacles to scaling digital, score (scale of 1–5)

3.9 3.9

3.5 3.4 3.4

3.9 3.9 3.72.9 2.13.6 3.73.34.0

Pharma Medtech Pharma Medtech Pharma Medtech Pharma Medtech

 Overall average

Pharma Medtech

3.6

Culture not aligned 
with digital/

analytics strategy

Lack of integrated 
data sources

Unclear market- 
access pathways

IT platforms and 
infrastructure unable to 

support new models 
and tools

Current quality of 
data is too low
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What it takes to scale: Reflections from Roche Diagnostics, Boehringer Ingelheim, and  
Novo Nordisk

To better understand how to overcome 
these top five barriers, we interviewed 
prominent digital leaders from medtech 
and pharma companies that have success-
fully scaled digital: Frank Desiere, head of 
Roche Diagnostics’ digital health solutions; 
Jan Kriegl, head of R&D digitalization at 
Boehringer Ingelheim; and Christian Born 
Djurhuus, leading digital transformation in 
global development at Novo Nordisk. We 
asked them for their thoughts on the key 
success factors.

What approach did you take to align your 
company’s culture with a digital and 
analytics strategy?

Jan Kriegl: At Boehringer Ingelheim, we 
have chosen an approach that is based on 
our internal digital center of excellence, 
BI X. There we incorporate digital at the 
minimum-viable-product and pilot stages 
before handing the products over to the 
business. I was one of the first product 
owners to implement digital, creating 
a digital solution to support early drug 
discovery. Over the past two years, I have 
continued this focus, dedicating approxi-
mately 50 percent of my time listening to 
what colleagues needed and explaining 
the benefits and opportunities of the new 
digital solution in drug discovery. 

Christian Born Djurhuus: At Novo Nordisk, 
a new digital accelerator department within 
global IT partnered with business areas—
similar to the partnering in a joint venture—
to drive use cases. These use cases were 
selected to help drive change in our culture 
in the ways of working within our organi-
zation and adjacent areas. The product 
owners for the use cases were picked  
from the existing line organization, and 
each possessed domain expertise  
for the selected use case. Further, our 
activities were communicated as organi-

zational transformation by our executive 
management—with digital as the means  
to transformation.  

What are the key success factors that 
stand out from your experience? 

Frank Desiere: The uncertainty of digital 
and analytics use cases requires a culture 
of agile experimentation. Iterate quickly 
and learn fast to become certain along the 
way. For large companies, in particular, it 
is important to adapt this entrepreneurial 
mind-set. A way to bridge cultures can 
be via partnerships. For example, Roche 
Diagnostics runs the Startup Creasphere, 
where we partner with start-ups to mutual-
ly benefit from each other’s cultures.

Jan Kriegl: From my experience as a prod-
uct owner, I found it was important to have 
a product owner from the business who not 
only thinks of this as a software project but 
also has a vision for its future potential and 
invests significantly into “marketing” the 
new solution within their own company. It 
also takes a lot of persistence, but in the 
two years since we began implementing 
our digital and analytics strategy, we have 
been able to increase the active user base 
more than three-fold following the launch 
of the first pilot. 

How did you address the lack of integrat-
ed data sources?

Frank Desiere: Data is the new oil. It 
should be treated as an asset with owners 
who have specific responsibilities within 
the company. At Roche Diagnostics we 
have established data domain leaders at 
the senior management level who, with 
the support of a data-management office, 
identify, prioritize, and safeguard data as-
sets for Roche digital use cases. It is their 
responsibility alone to determine the data 
that will be made available for use cases.

Christian Born Djurhuus: We applied a 
design-thinking approach to challenge 
the as-is situation. For example, through 
open and exploratory interviews within the 
business, we were able to identify the real 
operational pain points as well as business 
opportunities. We determined the need to 
make data—which was previously siloed 
between departments—available to drive 
use cases such as in clinical operations, 
financials, and patient data.

What market-access pathways have  
you explored?

Frank Desiere: While there have been 
promising developments in the regulatory 
space for the adoption of digital, there are 
also ways yet to be paved when it comes to 
market uptake. For one of our digital use 
cases, we are using the existing soft-
ware-as-a-medical-device fast track from 
the FDA. We are also in close collaboration 
with key opinion leaders and industry and 
medical associations to shape the devel-
opment and adoption of use cases that 
assess product-market fit.

How have IT platforms and infrastructure 
helped enable Digital@Scale for you?

Jan Kriegl: At Boehringer Ingelheim we 
invested early into building our own CI/CD 
(continuous integration/continuous de-
ployment) stack on top of OpenShift. This 
is our infrastructure foundation for scaling 
up our internal digital products. We have 
made it open-source, which also helps 
us to tap into the developer community 
outside of Boehringer Ingelheim, plus it 
offers the opportunity to build our brand in 
digital-native communities that have not 
yet thought of joining our company. 
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 — Is there a bold business vision, burning platform, 
or desire to build digital products?

 — How will business and technology partner to 
deliver on this bold vision?

 — What are the market-access pathways for your 
vision? How can existing pathways be employed, 
and whom do you need to convince to create 
new ones?

 — How can you connect new digital platforms and 
technologies to your legacy IT to create value for 
patients and customers? 

 — What is the path to make existing data 
accessible and reliable, enabling the new models 
in an economical way and without disrupting 
running business?

The pressure on healthcare to improve and evolve 
is massive. Technology is a necessary precondition, 
but it needs to be flanked by data and culture.
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